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FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to the retail industry and more particularly to a 
system and method for alerting customers when merchandise purchased by the customer is 
forgotten. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

After completing a purchase transaction, customers may leave behind merchandise 
which they have purchased. Customers can be distracted while entering credit card 
information, for example, having conversations with cashiers, or while looking for cash in their 
wallets. Additionally, retailers are implementing various kinds of merchandise bagging 
equipment, including bag carousels. 

For example, many retailers utilize bag carousel equipment at the end of their checkout 
counters. In this type of arrangement, after items are scanned, they are placed directly into bags 
located on a rotating carousel. As the cashier fills each bag, the carousel is rotated to the next 
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empty bag position. The filled bags are rotated toward the customer who is instructed to 
remove the filled bags from the carousel. A major problem with this type of system is that 
customers are often occupied with other tasks during the checkout process and neglect to 
remove the filled bags from the carousel. Filled bags may then be rotated out of view of both 
the cashier and the customer and then be left behind when the customer exits the store. 

As a result of these situations, customers may forget to take their purchased and paid- 
for merchandise with them. Accordingly, what is needed is a system and method for alerting 
store personnel and the customer when a customer is leaving the checkout counter and has left 
behind the merchandise. The present invention addresses such a need. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

An alert notification system for customers and sales personnel in a shopping area and a 
method of use is disclosed. In a first aspect, a system for alerting customers and sales 
personnel that merchandise has been left in a shopping area is disclosed. The system 
comprises a merchandise detector for detecting merchandise purchased by a customer and a 
customer detector for detecting whether the customer has left the merchandise. The system 
further includes a notification system responsive to the customer and merchandise detectors for 
alerting the customer when the customer has left the purchased merchandise. 

In a second aspect, the method comprises detecting the presence of merchandise 
associated with a customer via a second detector and detecting whether the customer has left 
the merchandise via a second detector. The method further includes alerting the customer, 
responsive to the first and second detectors, via a notification mechanism if the customer has 
left the merchandise. 

Accordingly, a system and method in accordance with the present invention provides 
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for an alert notification system for customers in a shopping area. By detecting individual 
customers and the merchandise associated with each, a customer and/or sales personnel can be 
alerted if he or she forgets the merchandise. In so doing the likelihood that a customer will 
leave the merchandise in the shopping area is substantially reduced. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a simplified flow chart of the alert notification system in accordance with 
the present invention. 

Figure 2 illustrates the system in accordance with the present invention. 

Figure 3 is a flow chart of the operation of the system in accordance with the present 
invention when utilized for alert notification. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The present invention relates generally to the retail industry and more particularly to a 
system and method for alerting customers when merchandise purchased by the customer is 
forgotten. 

The following description is presented to enable one of ordinary skill in the art to make 
and use the invention and is provided in the context of a patent application and its 
requirements. Various modifications to the preferred embodiment and the generic principles 
and features described herein will be readily apparent to those skilled in the art. Thus, the 
present invention is not intended to be limited to the embodiment shown but is to be accorded 
the widest scope consistent with the principles and features described herein. 

A system and method in accordance with the present invention comprises an alert 
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notification system for customers and sales personnel. Figure 1 is a simplified flow chart of 
the alert notification system in accordance with the present invention. First, the merchandise is 
detected via a first detector, via step 102. Next, it is detected that the customer associated with 
the merchandise has left the merchandise, via step 1 04. Then the customer is alerted, via step 
108. Following the alert, the customer obtains the merchandise which has been left behind, via 
step 1 10. 

For a more detailed description of the features of the present invention, refer now to the 
following description in conjunction with the accompanying figures. Figure 2 illustrates the 
system 200 in accordance with the present invention. The system 200 comprises a point of sale 
(POS) processor 202 which is coupled to a merchandise detector 210, customer detector 212 
and a notification system 206. The system 200 further includes a checkout counter 204. 
Merchandise 21 1 associated with the customer 214 is located on the checkout counter 204. 

Figure 3 is a flow chart of the operation of system 200 when utilized for alert 
notification. Referring to Figures 2 and 3 together, the merchandise detector 210 detects the 
presence of merchandise 211 and sends merchandise information to the processing system 202, 
via step 302. The merchandise detector 210 could, for example, comprise a weight sensor 
beneath the checkout counter 204, an electro-mechanical switch on the checkout counter 204, 
or a video camera mounted above the checkout counter 204. Once the presence of 
merchandise 21 1 is detected, this information is then displayed to a cashier and customer 21 1. 
The display can be visual (such as a light on the bag carousel or a message on the POS 
processor 202) or auditory (a tone or voice message). The timing of the display can be 
continuous - that is, the presence is indicated as long as there is a filled bag on the checkout 
counter 204, or it can be activated at the end of the checkout transaction by interfacing with the 
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POS processor 202. As an alternative, there is no display/alert until the customer is leaving 
merchandise. It has been found that in some circumstances the customer and/or sales 
personnel will not pay attention to an alert that is on continually. 

The customer detector 212 then detects whether the customer 214 associated with the 

5 merchandise 21 1 has left and sends information regarding the customer 214 leaving to the 

processing system 202, via step 304. In a system and method in accordance with the present 
invention, the presence of the customer 214 in front of the checkout counter 204 can be 
detected or the customer 214 leaving the area can be detected. 

In a first embodiment, an "electric eye" at the end of the checkout counter 204 could be 

l o utilized to detect the customer 2 1 1 leaving without the merchandise. If the customer 2 1 4 exits 

at the end of the checkout lane without taking their merchandise, the customer 214 would be 
notified to check for all purchases. In a second embodiment, a video camera detects when the 
customer leaves the area. 

In a third embodiment a pressure sensitive mat could be utilized to detect the customer 

15 214 leaving without the merchandise 211. 

In a normal position, that is, when the customer is purchasing the merchandise, the 
customer 213 would stand on the mat and a presence sensor would be activated. If the 
customer 214 either leaves the "normal" position and steps off of the mat, the customer 214 
would be notified to check for all purchases. Finally, in a fourth embodiment, an infrared 

20 presence detector can be used to detect the presence of a customer in front of the checkout 

station. 

After the customer detector 212 indicates that the customer 214 has left the area, and at 
the same time the merchandise detector 210 still detects the merchandise 211, then the 
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customer 214 is alerted via a notification system 206, via step 306. The notification system 
206 could comprise, for example, a flashing light, a device which creates an audible sound, 
information displayed for the cashier via a message on the cashiering apparatus, or any other 
kind of alert notification system. 

The notification system could activate a device which produces a light or audible sound 
or if the customer's name is known as a result of data captured during the transaction the 
customer can be notified by name or other personal data. One of ordinary skill in the art 
readily recognizes that although specific notification mechanisms have been disclosed, a 
variety of such mechanisms could be used and they would be within the spirit and scope of the 
present invention. 

Accordingly, a system and method in accordance with the present invention provides 
for an alert notification system for customers in a shopping area. By detecting individual 
customers and the merchandise associated with each, a customer can be alerted if he or she 
forgets the merchandise. In so doing the likelihood that a customer will leave the merchandise 
in the shopping area is substantially reduced. 

Although the present invention has been described in accordance with the 
embodiments shown, one of ordinary skill in the art will readily recognize that there could be 
variations to the embodiments and those variations would be within the spirit and scope of the 
present invention. Accordingly, many modifications may be made by one of ordinary skill in 
the art without departing from the spirit and scope of the appended claims. 
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